Research has consistently shown crime rates to be affected by many factors, including economics, social and demographic characteristics, culture, politics, and incarceration rates. To date, policymakers' emphasis on incarceration for reducing crime has been premised, largely, on theories about its influence in incapacitating active offenders and deterring would-be offenders. However, thanks to rapid increases in crime and imprisonment through the 1970s and 1980s, followed by a sharp decrease in crime in the 1990s, we now have a large body of recent empirical work on the effects of incarceration to draw on as well.
Estimating the Impact of Incarceration on Crime
Research has consistently shown crime rates to be affected by many factors, including economics, social and demographic characteristics, culture, politics, and incarceration rates. To date, policymakers' emphasis on incarceration for reducing crime has been premised, largely, on theories about its influence in incapacitating active offenders and deterring would-be offenders. However, thanks to rapid increases in crime and imprisonment through the 1970s and 1980s, followed by a sharp decrease in crime in the 1990s, we now have a large body of recent empirical work on the effects of incarceration to draw on as well.
9
Much of this research seeks to quantify the association between the size of a jurisdiction's incarceration rate and its crime rate. 10 Led primarily by economists, these analyses have become increasingly sophisticated, examining many factors and looking at data across jurisdictions and over long periods of time. 11 Much of this research has confirmed a relationship between higher incarceration rates and lower crime rates. However, as Table 1 summarizes, recent studies vary widely in their conclusions about how strong this relationship is and, in some cases, whether it really exists after all.
12
For example, using national-level data, researchers have found that a 10 percent higher incarceration rate is associated with anywhere from a 9 percent to a 22 percent lower crime rate. 13 In contrast, analyses using state-level data found a weaker association, concluding that a 10 percent increase in incarceration is associated with a crime rate that is anywhere from 0.11 percent to 4 percent lower. 14 Similar estimates have been generated from studies using county-level data, ranging from a 2 percent to a 4 percent crime-rate difference. 15 Moreover, several studies have found no relationship between incarceration rates and crime rates. 16 One study even found that higher incarceration rates were associated with higher crime rates in states with already high incarceration rates (incarceration rates above 325 inmates per 100,000 population).
17
As these disparate findings suggest, the impact of incarceration on crime is inconsistent from one study to the next. One could use available research to argue that a 10 percent increase in incarceration is associated with no difference in crime rates, a 22 percent lower index crime rate, or a decrease only in the rate of property crime. 18 Therefore, to be guided by the available empirical research, policymakers clearly need to develop a more nuanced understanding of the literature. Interestingly, all three have produced a fairly consistent finding, associating a 10 percent higher incarceration rate with a 2 to 4 percent lower crime rate.
Studies that do not account for simultaneity

37
Levitt's and Spelman's findings have garnered a great deal of attention from both supporters and opponents of a continued emphasis on incarceration.
Supporters take the findings as a confirmation that prison works, concluding that every 10 percent increase in incarceration rates will produce a 2 to 4 percent decrease in crime rates. Opponents, on the other hand, see the findings as a confirmation that prison does not work very well at all. They maintain that even a 4 percent decrease in crime is not much for a 10 percent increase in incarceration.
38 Indeed, Spelman himself characterizes a 2 to 4 percent crime reduction as a fairly limited impact given the sizable financial obligation states have incurred in incarcerating so many people.
An even more complex picture emerges from analyses focusing on the neighborhood level. 39 A growing body of research examining specific neighborhoods finds that more incarceration can actually lead to increasing crime rates. per 100,000 people in the population. To achieve a 2 to 4 percent reduction, 45 States experience "accelerating declining marginal returns, that is, a percent reduction in crime that gets ever smaller with ever larger prison populations," they argue. 46 Thus, increases in incarceration rates are associated with lower crime rates at low levels of imprisonment, but the size of that association shrinks as incarceration rates get bigger. Eventually, they say, there is 
The Types of Offenders in Prison
The type of offenders a state decides to incarcerate may also be a relevant factor. Analysts agree with apparent unanimity that future increases in incarceration rates for such offenders will do less and cost more. 53 Washington State, for example, concluded that while more incarceration has led to less crime in the state, the benefits of additional prison expansion will be smaller and more expensive to achieve. 54 Specifically, an increase in the incarceration rate in 2003 prevented considerably fewer crimes than did previous similar-size increases. The state further concluded that while incarcerating violent and high-volume property offenders continued to generate more benefits than
The research on crime rates has not examined the impact of prison-based programming, either. States vary a great deal in the amount and content of programs offered to inmates. A large body of literature has found that the design and content of specific programs can reduce individual recidivism rates. 47 For example, drug treatments using therapeutic community models or rehabilitative programs tailored to the risks and needs of offenders have been shown to reduce recidivism, while boot camps and unstructured rehabilitation programs have been found to have no positive influence on recidivism. 48 Given this demonstrated impact on recidivism, it stands to reason that programming during incarceration could also affect incarceration's influence on crime rates. 
Estimating the Impact of Other Factors on Crime
Between 1990 and 2005, the crime rate in the United States fell dramatically to its lowest point in 30 years. 55 However, as noted earlier, according to Spelman only 25 percent of this crime drop through the 1990s could be explained by increasing incarceration rates. 56 The remaining 75 percent, therefore, must be due to factors other than incarceration. Indeed, researchers have identified a number of such factors including, for example, fewer young persons in the population, smaller urban populations, decreases in crack cocaine markets, lower unemployment rates, higher wages, more education and high school graduates, more police per capita, and more arrests for public order offenses. 57 An examination of just a few of these indicates that future investment in other policy areas may be not only more effective but also more cost effective than continued investment in increased prison populations (see Table 2 ).
PoliciNG. Several authors have found an association between increases in
the number of police per capita and lower crime rates. For example, using citylevel data, Levitt found that a 10 percent increase in the size of a city's police force was associated with an 11 percent lower violent crime rate and a 3 percent lower property crime rate. 58 Thomas Marvel and Carlisle Moody similarly found a 10 percent increase in the size of a city's police force associated with a 3 percent reduction in index crime rates. 59 Using county-level data, Tomislav
Kovandzic and John J. Sloan also found associations between the size of police forces and crime, concluding that a 10 percent increase in the number of police was associated with a 1.4 percent lower index crime rate. 60 At the statelevel, however, Marvel and Moody found no association between the size of the police force and crime rates. This disparate finding suggests that the impact of increased police presence may be felt only at the local level. sworn police officers, the city could achieve the same reduction in crime by hiring 3,911 more police officers at a cost of $97.2 million per year. 64, 65 Compared to policing, then, incarceration would cost the city $24.3 million more to achieve the same level of public safety. 71 Liedka, Piehl, and Useem produced similar findings, also using state-level data. 72 Analyses using county-level data have produced estimates that find a similar association between unemployment and crime; Eric Gould, Bruce Weinberg, and David Mustard, for example, found that a 10 percent reduction in unemployment rates was associated with a 16.6 percent reduction in property crime. 73 Both studies found no association, however, between unemployment and violent crime. 74 Raphael and Winter-Ebmer conclude that "the magnitudes of the crime-unemployment effects...suggest that policies aimed at improving the employment prospects of workers facing the greatest obstacles can be effective tools for combating crime." 75 Research has also considered the relationship between real wages and crime. Using national-level data, Gould, Weinberg, and Mustard determined that a 10 percent increase in real wages saw a 13 percent lower index crime rate-specifically, a 12 percent lower property crime rate and a 25 percent lower violent crime rate. 76 At the state level, Raphael and Winter-Ebmer found that a 10 percent increase in per capita income saw a 1.6 percent lower violent crime rate; Liedka, Piehl, and Useem found similar associations at the state level. 77 Using individual-level data, Jeffrey Grogger found that a 10 percent increase in real wages was associated with a 10 percent decrease in crime participation at the individual level. 78 In examining the crime drop of the 1990s, Grogger and
Police per capita
Michael Willis suggested that a better economy allowed more young people opportunities in the labor market rather than in crime. They attributed the crime drop largely to the expanding economy. 
Beyond Incarceration
Given the demonstrated influence of these other factors on crime and the decreasing impact of incarceration, criminal justice policymakers appear to have placed undue emphasis on incarceration. As William Spelman has cautioned, "It is no longer sufficient, if it ever was, to demonstrate that prisons are better than nothing. Instead, they must be better than the next-best use of the money.
" 84 Yet, in the past two decades, spending on these other factors has been cut.
Corrections expenditures were the only state budget category other than Medicaid to increase as a percentage of total state spending over the past 20 years. The most salient question of all may be, Do the resources devoted to prison "work" better to ensure public safety than if those resources were devoted to something else? 91 Prisons are not the only way to fight crime. Policymakers could spend money on more judges, better staffed or equipped law enforcement, or better-trained probation and parole officers. They could invest, as this paper indicates, in other, non-criminal-justice areas shown to affect crime: education, employment, economic development, etc. The impact of incarceration on crime is limited and diminishing. The public's support for reactive crime control is also in decline. It is therefore fitting that we reconsider the continued emphasis on and dedication of resources to incarceration.
Public safety cannot be achieved only by responding to crime after it occurs; research shows that it may also depend on protecting people against those factors that have been shown to be associated with high crime rates, such as unemployment, poverty, and illiteracy. By pursuing crime reduction chiefly through incarceration, states are forgoing the opportunity to invest in these other important areas. As state policymakers continue to feel pressure to introduce measures to keep crime rates low, they would therefore do well to look beyond incarceration for alternative policies that not only may be able to accomplish the important task of protecting public safety, but may do so more efficiently and more effectively. 10 The incarceration rate is defined as the number of sentenced persons in prison per 100,000 population. Analysts use either the national incarceration rate (the number of sentenced persons in state or federal prison per 100,000 U.S. population) or state incarceration rates (the number of sentenced persons in a particular state's prisons per 100,000 state population). The crime rate is defined as the number of crimes reported to police per 100,000 population, based on the Uniform Crime Reports produced annually by the FBI. When analysts or the media refer to the "crime rate," they generally mean the index crime rate, which is based on a set of eight violent and property crimes-murder and non-negligent manslaughter, forcible rape, aggravated assault, robbery, burglary, larceny-theft, and motor vehicle theft. Analysts may also use the violent crime rate (which is based only on the crimes of murder and nonnegligent manslaughter, forcible rape, aggravated assault, and robbery) or the property crime rate (which is based only on the crimes of burglary, larceny-theft, and motor vehicle theft).
11 These studies principally attempt to estimate the "elasticity of the crime rate"-that is, the percentage change in the crime rate that is associated with a certain percentage change in the incarceration rate. These studies are not looking at changes or growth in incarceration and crime rates; rather, they are looking at associations between different levels of incarceration and crime rates. Research is not, however, making a causal connection between the increase in one state's incarceration rate and a direct decrease in that state's crime rate. This is often misstated in both the research and the polemical and political uses of the research.
12 Research estimating the elasticity of crime rates has generally relied on one of two sets of data to reach this conclusion: national data or state data. Analyses relying on national-level data include incarceration and crime rates for the entire United States and examine relationships between these rates over time. Analyses relying on state-level data include incarceration and crime rates for each state and examine relationships between these rates both across states (i.e., comparing states to each other) and within states over time (i.e., comparing a state to itself over time). A third approach is slowly emerging-using countylevel data to examine the relationship between incarceration and crime in a single state. Analyses relying on such data include incarceration and crime rates for each county in a particular state and examine relationships between these both across counties (i.e., comparing counties to each other) and within counties over time (i.e., comparing a county to itself over time). Combined, all of these studies have produced little consensus on how strong that relationship may be, resulting in widely divergent estimates of the association between incarceration and crime. 34 William Spelman (2005) noted similar differences in studies looking at the effects of unemployment rates on crime rates. Studies using high levels of aggregation (i.e., at the national or state level) were unlikely to show that unemployment had any effect on crime rates. In other words, when studies used national or state-level data, researchers found that unemployment has no effect on crime rates. However, when analyses used county, metropolitan, or city-level data, researchers found that unemployment did affect crime rates; most of these studies found that a 10 percent decrease in the unemployment rate leads to a 2 percent decrease in the crime rate. At the neighborhood level, the impact is even greater, with a 10 percent decrease in the unemployment rate leading to an 11 percent decrease in crime rates. 37 Note that the county-level work by the Washington State Institute for Public Policy (2003) found a similar decrease of 2.4 percent in the crime rate; however, the Washington study did not account for simultaneity in its analysis. For a contrary finding, see , which also uses county-level data without accounting for simultaneity; in this study, the authors found no effect of incarceration on crime rates.
38 For example, in 1972, when the prison population was 196,000, the U.S. would have needed to incarcerate an additional 19,609 offenders to achieve this 2 to 4 percent reduction in crime. However, in 2004, when the prison population was nearly 1.5 million, an additional 149,422 offenders would have had to have been incarcerated to achieve the same result-nearly the entire 1972 prison population.
39 Such a local focus makes sense since crime and law enforcement are local phenomena that are best understood by close examination of their smallest constituent parts. Indeed, decisions and policies on how to respond to specific instances and levels of crime are not made at the national or state level but are made at the county, municipal, precinct, or beat-level. And, as the growing literature on the neighborhood effects of incarceration indicates, imprisonment and its effects are local phenomena as well, with incarcerated populations mostly coming from and returning to the same neighborhoods or even the same blocks. Crime data, for example, is now collected and tracked at the block-level in many places. Police departments make staffing and resource decisions based on detailed analyses of trends in such data across municipalities, neighborhoods, and blocks. Research increasingly shows that prison and jail populations are not made up of a cross section of state or county residents that is equally dispersed across a region. Rather, incarcerated populations mostly come from and return to the same neighborhoods or even the same blocks. See e.g. James P. 
